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for Balasaraswati’s dancing. Prominent among them were 

Bala’s mother Jayammal and her aunt Lakshmiratnammal; 
choristers Narasimhulu Naidu and Gnanasundaram; Bala’s brothers 
Ranganathan (mridangam) and Viswanathan (flute); mridanga vidwan 
Kuppuswamy Mudaliar; and clarionetist Radhakrishna Naidu. 


M any musicians performed in the orchestra that provided music 


Jayammal and her elder sister, Lakshmiratnammal (Chinna Kutti 
Ammal), had sung in the orchestra of Bala’s mentor, Mylapore Gowri 
Amma, thus in a sense preparing themselves for the arrival of Bala. 
When Bala’s guru Kandappa Pillai overhauled his orchestra, he handed 
over the reins to Jayammal from the padam stage of the programme. 

Jayammal and Lakshmiratnammal made a good team during most 
of the tours of Bala in North India. Jayammal was an asthmatic and it 
was a miracle how she defied both the cold weather of the music 
season in December and her asthma. During the tours abroad, the 
entire responsibility of conducting the orchestra shifted to the broader 
and younger shoulders of Jayammal!'s two sons, Flute Viswanathan 
and Mridangam Ranganathan. 

Jayammal became renowned for her rendering of padams and the 
Music Academy started a special class for teaching padams with 
Jayammal as the teacher. 

e 


Other singers, besides Lakshmiratnammal and Bala herself, have 

‘ shared the honours with Jayammal. Among the earliest to do SO was 
Ranganayaki Ayyangar, now of the Benares Hindu University. Leela 
Sekhar and her sister Sarojini Kumaraswami, Jon B. Higgins and 
Joseph Cormack had lent a helping hand during Bala’s tours abroad 
Rama Ravi, A.R. Sundaram, Mythili Nageswaran and Bala’s daughter 
Lakshmi and cousin Mukta have also sung at Bala’s recitals. But the 
two most prominent singers among the rest were Narasimhulu Naidu 


and Gnanasundaram. 
® 
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Son of a nagaswara vidwan, Kuppuswami Naidu by name, 
Narasimhulu Naidu served the Madras centre of All India Radio. As a 
vocalist he joined another staff artiste, mridanga vidwan S.V.S. 
Narayanan, in performing vocal duets. One hot afternoon 
Narasimhulu was on the air rendering Papanasam Sivan’s compositign 
in Varali, Kaa vaa vaa. Balasaraswati’s family members tuned in to the 
broadcast by chance. Bala’s brother Viswa and others made a beeline 
to the AIR to invite Narasimhulu to join their dance orchestra as a 
chorister. Narasimhulu could not believe his ears when Bala and her 
mother Jayammal both insisted on learning the Varali piece from him, 
a mere tambura strummer! Narasimhulu’s aesthetic sense and faultless 
laya became an asset to Bala’s dance. 

Sangita Kalanidhi Tiruppamburam Swaminatha Pillai found 
Narasimhulu a worthy addition to his disciples, which also included 
Viswanathan, T.V. Namasivayam and Sirkazhi Govindarajan. Nara- 
simhulu became a pallavi expert. Impressed with his goat-footed laya, 
Paini Subramania Pillai made it a point to select Narasimhulu to sing 
Tiruppugazh hymns in complicated talas so that he himself could 
demonstrate the intricacies of the rhythm. 

Narasimhulu was the principal chorister in the orchestra when Bala- 
Saraswati performed in Tokyo, in the U.S.A. and at the Edinburgh 
Music Festival. He taught vocal music to Americans who learnt 
Bharatanatyam from Bala. 

Narasimhulu was of humble origin and his status and emoluments 
were tailored to his origin rather than to his eminence. He had a hand 
to mouth existence but his music stood him in good stead among 
rasikas. He happened once to visit Palghat in the company of Viswa 
who had been invited to perform at a Tyagaraja festival there. Viswa 
recommended that his friend be given an opportunity to sing for a 
‘hort duration. The organisers could accommodate only the top class 
musicians, not any Tom, Dick and Harry. It was logical then that 
Viswa should drop out, for he too had no pretensions to class. Faced 
with this, the organisers doled out ten minutes of recital time to 
Narasimhulu who dutifully tried to vacate the platform when the 
allotted duration was over. The audience would not let him go. On 
and on he had to sing even as the organisers stood tongue-tied and 
amazed at the top class show of this Tom, Dick and Harry of a 
musician. 

Sangita Kalanidhi K.S. (Papa) Venkataramiah was to broadcast a 
solo violin recital one night from AIR, Madras. Late in the evening he 
sent a telephone message to the station that Narasimhulu may not be 
detailed to play the tambura for his recital! It was difficult to imagine - 
that poor Narasimhulu could have, even by inadvertence, trod on the _ 
corns of Papa. The authorities sought out the reasons for Papa’s 
request and the violinist came out with a ready explanation: 

“I heard Narasimhulu over the radio this morning singing vintage 
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Sourashtram,” he said. “I can’t reach that height in my entire lifetime. 
It would be an insult to Narasimhulu and a disgrace to the profession if 
he should be asked to play a subordinate role in my recital. I may be 
permitted to cancel the engagement if my request can't be 
accommodated.” Papa was a hard nut to crack and Narasimhulu had 
to make room for another tambura strummer. 

Bala herself was proud to have Narasimhulu as a chorister and so it 
was inevitable she should want to give him a helping hand when he 
needed it. Narasimhulu had overstayed his leave when he went with 
her to Edinburgh and this got him into trouble with his employer, Ail 
India Radio. Bala saw to it that Narasimhulu’s extension of leave was 
condoned and he was permitted to return to his job. 

Narasimhulu died prematurely, causing a grievous loss to Bala as 
well as music-lovers in general. 


Grandson of Keeranur Swaminatha Pillai of nagaswaram fame," 
Gnanasundaram or Gnani belonged to an ancient music and dance 
tradition from Kanchipuram. He pursued formal education up to the 
Intermediate class but, as second string to his bow, he learnt vocal 
music from Govinda Pillai, a disciple of Naina Pillai. He became a 
regular broadcaster and it was nattuvanar Ellappa who roped Gnani 
into the dance orchestra. 

Gnani was a latecomer to Bala’s troupe and also her music. His 
receptivity was extraordinary. Jayammal’s health was undependable, 
plagued as she was by asthma, and she could not consistently sing at 
her daughter’s recitals. Viswa as flautist and chorister was not readily 
available for one reason or another. Gnani came in handy and it was a 
marvel how he could learn a new song as the recital proceeded and do 
it so well. ; 

Gnani was afflicted with leprosy of a very virulent type but Bala 
could not visualize a concert without Gnani. Bala was invited for a 
command performance at the Travancore Palace and the troupe 
encountered a formidable hitch at the eleventh hour, just before the 
Trivandrum Express was to pull out of the Egmore Station in Madras. 
Semmangudi Srinivasa Iyer, who had been instrumental in arranging 
the recital, was horrified to find leprosy-afflicted Gnani in the group 
and he foresaw objections to the latter's entry into the Palace. Bala got 
off with Gnani from the train and she stuck to her guns, and 
Semmangudi had to give in. In the event, Semmangudi managed to 
“sneak” Gnani into the Palace and he earned royal plaudits for making 
available Gnani’s music in addition to Bala’s dance artistry. 


Gnani too died prematurely. 


Sangeet Natak 63 


T. Sankaran 


The clarionet as accompaniment in Bala’s dance recitals was a legacy -- 
from grandmother Veena Dhanammal, for the old veteran had a soft 
corner for its tonal quality and its music as played by Balaraman from 
the Nadamuni Band. She placed a premium on Balaraman’s brand of 
Sahana and Yadukulakhamboji. At social functions even the 
inescapable nagaswaram was elbowed out in favour of the ‘Gun Set’ 
consisting of a thuthi for drone, a clarionet (Balaraman), and of course 
a mridangam and a metal triangle for talam. Balaraman was in great 
demand as leader of his band and he was the slick accompanist in 
Mylapore Gowri Amma’s dance recitals. He was available for Bala 
only for one or two performances. 

So Bala’s guru Kandappa Pillai roped in Kuppu Rao of All India 
Radio. Kuppu Rao quickly adapted himself to Jayammal’s style and 
very soon he was invited to give a command performance at the 
Mysore Palace and given a gold bracelet and a pair of shawls. He died 
prematurely and his place at the AIR was taken by the great maestro 
Radhakrishna Naidu who had excelled himself in the film world. He 
stepped into the shoes of Kuppu Rao and his B-flat clarionet 
providing the bass to the highpitched flute of Viswa was a big 
attraction. He was honoured by the regional Sangeet Natak Akademi 
with the Kalaimamani title. 

High priests of music raised their brows when Papa Venkataramaiah 
requested Radhakrishna Naidu to provide clarionet accompaniment to 
his violin recital. It was a delightful concert. It was not possible to find 
a substitute for Naidu after his death. 


Brother Viswanathan usually wielded the flute in the orchestra. He 
had been given this assignment by Bala’s guru Kandappa Pillai when 
another flautist that had been selected didn't quite fit in. Viswa also 
lent his voice to the music ensemble from time to time. 

Brother Ranganathan was one of the mridangam players to 
accompany Bala. He was_a pupil of Kandappa Pillai who was equally 
proficient with the drum. Later Ranga learnt from Palni Muthiah 
Pillai and his son Palni Subramania Pillai. During Bala’s rehearsals at 
home, Ranga picked up the mridangam technique for dance 
accompaniment and this came in handy during Bala’s foreign tours 
as also for his later teaching assignment in the United States. 


Bala’s mridangam accompanists in Madras invariably came from 
Edapalayam near Wall Tax Road, Madras. Even today Edapalayam is 
an overcrowed ‘den’ of mridangam and tavil Vidwans, as well as 

_Players of nagaswaram and clarionet. The clarionet wizard, 
_Balaraman, and his celebrated Nadamuni Band were nurtured in 
. Edapalayam where musical celebrities prospered in spite of their 
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poverty and distress. Among them were the mridangam vidwans. 
Varadaraja Mudaliar and his brother Maduraimuthu, tavil and kanjira 
vidwan Velayuda Mudaliar and Prof. Virusami of the Annamalai 
University (mridangam and kanjira). Varadaraja Mudaliar deserves the 
gratitude of the music world for producing mridangam accompanists 
for Balasaraswati. The earliest were the two brothers Govindaswami 
and Munuswami of Kanchipuram. 


Mridangam maestro Kuppuswami Mudaliar (Kuppanna), now in his 
eighties, is the younger cousin of Ellappa who was Kandappa Pillai’s 
shadow in Bala’s orchestrea. Kuppanna owed his early training to 
Varadaraja Mudaliar and he became a major partner in Bala's troupe. 
As a percussionist, he was practically available only for Bala’s recitals, 
for otherwise he preferred to be the “second voice” in her orchestra 
along with his cousin. Ellappa, Konnakkole Pakkiria Pillai, Palghat 
Mani Iyer and Palni Subramania Pillai all had unalloyed praise for 
Kuppanna’s playing. No wonder he is the only recipient of the 
Presidential Award for proficiency in mridangam accompaniment in 
dance recitals. An unforgettable episode illustrative of the bhava of 
his style concerns his intrusion when Jayamma] and Bala were literally 
‘battling’ for honours in the interpretation of a song through music 
and abhinayam respectively. In the Bhairavi Padam /nimel avarukkum 
enakkum oru podum inangadadi, podi, the maid’s pleas to the heroine 
to condone the lapses of the lover are brusquely brushed aside. 

- Kuppuswami was watching each stage of the heroine's rude ‘no’. He 
stole the thunder from Jayammal and Bala when he gave a hard chop 
on the left side of-his mridangam to punctuate the ‘no’. 

Kuppanna is today living in Kanchipuram, pining away in infirmity, 
clutching his empty purse, feeding on his glad memories of his 
halcyon days and the bad memories of his ungrateful son the Tahsildar 
who predeceased him. oo 


(Reprinted with permission from Sruti, South Indian classical music and dance magazine, 
‘Alapana’, Narasimhan Avenue, Madras 600018. Copyright: Sruti.) 
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